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Abstract
This study examined the shy behaviour of shy children in their familiar peer groups, and
variation in shy behaviour as a function of peer group supportiveness. Participants were
390 children (172 boys, 218 girls) in the fourth through eighth grade (Mage = 11.06, SD
= 1.38). Children’s shyness was measured with peer nominations, and peer groups were
identified by the Social Cognitive Map procedure. Observations of peer groups during a
10-minute free-play session were coded for solitary and self-expressive behaviour, and
peer group supportiveness and unsupportiveness. Hierarchal linear models indicated that
shyness predicted greater solitary behaviour and less self-expressive behaviour. The link
between shyness and solitary (but not self-expressive) behaviour was stronger in
unsupportive peer groups. These findings suggest that shy children may be especially
sensitive to negative contextual influences. Further research is needed to identify
behavioural and group characteristics that ease shy children into normative levels of
social interaction with peers, and affective and social processes that impede their
successful social integration.
Keywords', shyness, social behaviour, peer groups
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Introduction
Beginning in the 20th century, theorists such as Piaget suggested from his
epistemological studies with children that peer interactions provide a crucial forum for
the development of social-cognitive abilities in children. For example, in one of his
earlier writings (1932), Piaget proposed that peer interactions facilitate the development
of morally-related concepts such as reciprocity, equality and justice. Although children
were instructed by their parents in social rules and conventions, the peer context was
known to grow in influence as parental presence declined, especially when children
entered formal education. During these initial peer interactions, children could practice
their ability to effectively apply rules and decisions in age-appropriate games. More
importantly, the peer context represented symmetry in power and cooperative relations,
where conflict could be managed through social negotiations and by refining relevant
social skills such as perspective-taking.
A proponent of symbolic interactionism, Mead (1934) suggested that a child’s self
was initially composed of the perceptions of others based on participation in specific
social activities. In a later stage, attitudes of the whole social group were incorporated
into the self. Further, opportunities to fully develop the self began during childhood
where games were often rule-based and cooperative. For example, participation in games
allowed children to consciously self-reflect, especially in relation to others including their
social groups, where they also began to understand the perspectives of their peers.
Whether or not interactions with peers were characterized as positive or negative, peer
interaction provided children with opportunities to develop their personalities by
understanding that they share common goals with their peers and that their next sequence

of behaviour is influenced not only by their own attitudes but the attitudes of others as
well.
Similar to Mead (1934), social learning theorists (Bandura & Walters, 1963) have
argued that the norms and behaviours children internalize are primarily the consequences
of reinforcement and punishment by peers and imitation of peer behaviour. Theorists in
this camp support the notion that the principles of reinforcement govern and regulate
various social behaviours in numerous social settings. For instance, the control of
impulses, such as the inhibition of physical and verbal aggression, may be learned and
rehearsed. Likewise, prosocial behaviour, such as voluntarily helping other peers, may be
learned through imitation. Although learning may stem from various contexts, children’s
social network of peers offers numerous teachers.
In his developmental stage of childhood leading up to the beginning of formal
education, Sullivan (1953) claimed that children begin to differentiate between reality
and fantasy, especially during play. During a period where social experiences within a
peer context were limited, parents and siblings were expected to fill the roles of actors for
children’s play. Sullivan believed that children who engaged in fantasy play in a solitary
manner would experience loneliness and peer difficulties in the future. In his next
developmental stage (i.e., juvenile), where children were finally exposed to peer
interactions primarily within a school context, Sullivan described important relationships
with “chums” in which concepts such as reciprocity and equality could be learned and
practiced. In addition, peer groups based on reputation were formed, and children with
unattractive traits and interpersonal styles (e.g., shyness and aggression) were at risk of
being excluded or ostracised.

Pre-existing psychological and behavioural difficulties may generate social
hardships for children in the context of peer interactions (Ladd, 2006). These difficulties
have traditionally been categorized as either externalizing or internalizing problems.
Whereas externalizing problems represent overt behaviour such as hyperactivity and
aggression, internalizing problems reflect internal distress such as depression and anxiety
(Fanti & Henrich, 2010).
Shyness
Shyness, a tendency to be wary when faced with social novelty (Crozier, 1995), is
one example of an internalizing problem (Gamefski, Kraaij & van Etten, 2005). The term
“shyness” is often used interchangeably with “behavioural inhibition.” Whereas shyness
refers to more self-conscious behaviour in situations of perceived social novelty in older
children (Asendorpf, 1991), behavioural inhibition is a term that often refers to
biologically-based anxious reactions to novelty in younger children (Kagan, 2003). From
a behavioural standpoint, shyness tends to reflect withdrawal from social interactions and
considerable time spent alone (Prior, Smart, Sanson & Oberklaid, 2000). One explanation
for shyness in children involves an anxiety-motivated choice to avoid fearful social
situations (Asendorpf, 1991). A self-presentational view of shyness suggests that shy
children’s fear of social evaluation is a product of their motivation to impress their peers
while simultaneously doubting their abilities to accomplish this goal and constantly
ruminating about possible undesirable outcomes (Asendorpf, 1987). As social-evaluative
concerns increase during late childhood and early adolescence, shy behaviour also
becomes more salient and undesirable leading to negative self-perceptions of social
competence (Boivin & Flymel, 1997) and social exclusion by peers (Gazelle & Ladd,

2003). These negative psychosocial outcomes associated with shyness are also more
pronounced in boys than girls. This gender difference often continues throughout
childhood and adolescence (Morison & Masten, 1991; Nelson, Rubin & Fox, 2005) and
may partially be due to cultural expectations in Western societies where shy behaviour is
viewed as less tolerable in boys than girls (Sadker & Sadker 1994). Regardless of the
gender difference, shyness tends to be a stable characteristic throughout the lifespan for
both boys and girls (Caspi et al., 2003; Fox, Henderson, Rubin, Calkins, & Schmidt,
2001; Kagan, 2003), and shy children tend to exhibit greater solitary behaviour, and less
self-expressive behaviour, social behavioural deficiencies that contribute to their
psychosocial difficulties.
From early childhood onward, shy children are known to engage in greater than
average solitary behaviour (Coplan & Rubin, 2010), likely due to feelings of anxiety
(Kingery, Erdley, Marshall, Whitaker & Reuter, 2010). For example, in one study of 227
children from the first, third, fifth and seventh grades, shy children were described as not
playing with others and staying by themselves (Younger, Schneider & Guirguis-Younger,
2008). Although social withdrawal from peer interactions may result in decreases in
anxiety in the short-term, this may reinforce those same anxious feelings and increase
social evaluative concerns leading to a greater likelihood of social avoidance in the
future. This cyclical relationship between shyness and avoidance may ultimately lead to
fewer opportunities for the development of effective social behaviours and skills (Rubin
& Burgess, 2001).
Moreover, both children and adults often describe shy children as being nontalkative, among other behavioural characteristics (Younger, Schneider, & Guirguis-
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Younger, 2008; Zimbardo, 1977). In general, shy children tend to express their views less
often and exhibit poor communication skills (Evans, 1993). As one might imagine, verbal
communication is an important element in developing and maintaining friendships
(Bukowski, Hoza & Boivin, 1994), and a lack of such verbal skills may lead to peer
rejection. For example, Richmond, Beatty and Dyba (1985) found that shy children
between the grades 3 and 12 who were less verbally expressive were more likely to be
rejected by their peers than other children who were more verbally expressive. Similiar to
other shy behaviour, shy children tend to be verbally inhibited for several reasons
including a lack of practice, a strong desire not to speak, or a hesitation to take risks
(Coplan & Evans, 2009). For these reasons, peers may view shy children as less socially
competent and more difficult to engage in conversation.
Friendships o f Shy Children
As shy children maintain their problematic behavioural tendencies during late
childhood and adolescence, they are well aware of their low popularity among peers
(Hymel, Bowker & Woody, 1993). Shy children are more likely to be victimized than
other classmates, especially those without friends (Boivin & Hymel, 1997). Not
surprisingly, they also have difficulties forming and maintaining a large number of
friendships (Pederson, Vitaro, Barker & Borge, 2007), but most shy children have at least
one best friend. For example, in one study, 70% of shy children had at least one best
friend (Parker & Asher, 1993). However, these friendships are often characterized by
withdrawn behaviour and victimization (Rubin et al., 2006). As a result, the close
friendships of shy children tend to be of poor quality (Fordham & Stevenson, 1999),

especially when their friends are also shy (Schneider. 1999). As such, these close
friendships do not appear to offer much social comfort.
Two studies in particular have examined the behaviour of shy children in the
presence of close peers during late childhood and early adolescence (Schneider 1999;
Schneider, 2009). In the first study (Schneider, 1999), 29 shy children between the ages
of 8 and 9 and one close friend were observed during 15 minutes of free play. Shy
participants displayed less verbal communication and less age-appropriate
competitiveness in the presence of a close friend than a non-shy comparison group. In the
second study of 38 withdrawn/anxious early adolescents and 38 community control
participants (Schneider, 2009), shy behaviour was assessed during three separate
observational situations. Results indicated that withdrawn participants talked less, were
less assertive and displayed less positive affect with a close friend during three
observational situations than control children.
Peer Groups o f Shy Children
Although shy children tend to have at least one best friend, they tend to be
rejected by the majority of their peers (Hinde, 1987; Newcomb, Bukowski & Pattee,
1993). However, there is uncertainty as to whether shy children nonetheless associate
with smaller networks of familiar classmates. Considering that smaller peer groups are
often formed based on similar interests and attitudes (Bierman & Welsh, 1997), and that
shy children are not without friends and the friends of shy children are similarly shy,
there may be reason to believe that smaller networks of shy children are created in a
school environment. Preliminary evidence that this happens is provided by Besic and
Kerr (2009) who identified groups of adolescent peers who were similarly shy and self-

identified as goths or punks. It was suggested that these youth used their unique
appearance as a social mechanism to cope with their behavioural inhibition by limiting
social contacts with others. However, it is not yet clear whether younger shy children
belong to peer groups and whether shy children of any age exhibit shy behaviour in the
context of familiar peer groups, although there is some evidence for the contextual
stability of shy behaviour.
Contextual Stability of Shy Behaviour
Contextual stability refers to the degree to which shy behaviour is evidenced in
different social contexts. Much of the evidence for the contextual stability of shy
behaviour stems from studies conducted with the close friendships of shy children during
late childhood to early adolescence (Schneider 1999, 2009; Schneider, Richard, Younger
& Freeman, 2000). The stable nature of shy behaviour suggested in these studies may be
attributed to several factors including biological ones. For example, it has been suggested
that one of the primary factors that contributes to individual differences in fear responses
to novelty is an overactive amygdala (Davis, 1992). Within this model, the excitability of
the amygdala due to exposure to novelty is suggested to lead to increased activity across
connected response systems (Marshall & Stevenson-Hinde, 2001). In support of this
model, studies have suggested that behavioural inhibition is linked to a higher heart rate
in response to novelty (Kagan, 1994) and right frontal EEG asymmetry among inhibited
infants compared to uninhibited ones (Fox et al., 2005). Further, the activation of the
hypothalamic-pituitary-adrenocortical axis and increase in cortisol levels in response to
novelty has been associated with the display of behavioural inhibition.

Along with these physiological indicators of shyness, social factors also
contribute to the stability of shy behaviour. One such important social experience
includes the rejection of shy children by the majority of their peers (Newcomb, Bukowski
& Pattee, 1993) due to behavioural violations of age-specific norms (Rubin et al., 2006).
Such peer rejection and other related social failures may exacerbate negative self
perceptions of social competence (Boivin & Hymel, 1997) leading to further avoidant
behaviour in future peer interactions. Additionally, shy children also tend to be at a highrisk for verbal and physical abuse as they are viewed as passive victims to many of their
classmates (Hanish & Guerra, 2004).
Together, it is likely that both biological and social factors contribute to the
development and stability of shy behaviour in an interactive manner. For children born
with an inhibited temperament, their responses to novelty may initially be characterized
as fearful (Kagan et ah, 1985). As their opportunities for social interactions extend
beyond the family context, especially beginning in late childhood (Epstein, 1989), their
fearful responses to novelty may develop into fears of social evaluation during social
interactions. As a result of these internal feelings of anxiety, shy children may regularly
withdraw from social interactions (Rubin, Bowker & Kennedy, 2009). Although such
withdrawal may reduce feelings of anxiety in the short-term (Rubin & Burgess, 2001),
both physiological processes and cognitive distortions related to anxiety may be
reinforced in the long-term. However, this is not to imply that shyness and shy behaviour
cannot be changed. Indeed, a number of factors such as parenting styles and beliefs, and
peer support and coping skills may promote social competence and forestall the
development of negative outcomes related to shyness (Miller & Coll, 2007).

Even though extant research has demonstrated the stability of shy behaviour
across social contexts (Schnieder, Younger, Smith & Freeman 1998: Schneider, Richard,
Younger, Freeman 2000), aspects of the peer group environment may lead to variation in
the extent of shy behaviour demonstrated in familiar groups. For example, some peer
groups may offer greater feelings of belonging and inclusion (Funnan & Robbins, 1985),
whereas others may reject shy behaviour (Rubin, Burgess & Coplan, 2002) and/or
encourage greater negative social behaviours (Chung-Hall & Chen, 2010). Such
variability in peer group experiences may become especially important during late
childhood and early adolescence when pressures to conform increase (Berndt, 1979).
Therefore, shy behaviour may be less likely to appear in a peer group characterized by a
supportive peer group environment where there is greater acceptance by peers and
encouragement of positive social exchanges. In comparison, the display of shy behaviour
may be more likely in peer groups where fewer positive and more negative exchanges
occur, and where shy behaviour is less accepted.
The Current Study and Hypotheses
Peer groups become a salient context for children’s social interactions during late
childhood and early adolescence (Bierman & Welsh, 1997). However, shy children often
experience difficulties with their peers due to their wary and inhibited behaviour (Hymel,
Bowker & Woody, 1993). Their peer difficulties may be partially explained by their selfperceived fears of social evaluation (Asendorpf, 1989). Although shy children are not
necessarily social isolates, their friendships and social networks tend to be characterized
by similar shy behaviour (Rubin et ah, 2006). As such, previous research has
demonstrated that even in the confines of a familiar close friendship, shy children

(especially those who are extremely shy) tend to display avoidant behaviour (Schneider
1999; Schneider, 2009). However, no study to date has assessed shy behaviour in the
context of children’s familiar peer groups or examined variation in shy behaviour as
function of peer group supportiveness.
Therefore, the purpose of the present study is to determine whether shy children
exhibit shy behaviour in the context of familiar peer groups and whether the social
supportiveness of the peer group moderates this link. These questions will be examined in
the first known observational study of shy children in their familiar peer groups. Based
on previous theory and research on children's peer groups and shyness, I predict:
III) Shyness will be associated with shy behaviour in the context of a familiar peer
group.
a. Shyness will be positively related to solitary behaviour.
b. Shyness will be negatively related to self-expressive behaviours.
H2) The link between shyness and shy behaviour will be moderated by the supportive
environment of shy children’s peer groups.
a. The link between shyness and shy behaviour will be stronger in peer groups that
are less socially supportive and weaker in groups that are more supportive.
Method
Participants
Data for the present study originated from a larger project conducted by Wendy
Ellis, Xinyin Chen and Lynne Zarbatany, between 2008 and 2010 examining peer group
contributions to social and psychological adjustment in preadolescence and early
adolescence. This study was approved by the King’s University College Research Ethics

Review Committee (see Appendix A). The larger study included 1,030 children in the
fourth-, fifth-, sixth-, seventh-, and eighth- grades (Mage = 11.06, SD = 1.38) from 8
elementary schools in and around London, Ontario. Data for the present study were taken
from the first year of data collection beginning in the fall of 2008, and involving 390
children (172 boys, 218 girls) from four schools. Parental consent was solicited for all
children in Grades 4 through 8 (see Appendix B), and the overall consent rate was 67.8%.
The majority of the sample was Caucasian (78%), whereas the second largest
representation was Asian-Canadian (8%), and the remaining participants indicating a
number of other nationalities (14%). Three schools were located in small rural areas
whereas another school was located in London, a mid-sized city. The majority of the
children were from lower to middle class families.
Measures
Peer Groups. Children’s peer groups were identified using the Social Cognitive
Map procedure (SCM; Cairns, Gariepy, Kindermann & Leung, 1991). In this measure,
participants were asked, “Do you have a group in your school you hang around with
together a lot? If yes, who are they?” They were also asked to list the group leader and to
repeat this procedure for up to five other peer groups within their own school. The SCM
4.0 computer program was used to analyze the data. Initially, the program generates a
recall matrix which is produced by listing all groups named by each participant. Next, the
number of times that each pair of individuals is named together is counted, which
produces a co-occurrence matrix. Finally, a correlational matrix is created from the co
occurrence profiles. The profiles of students who were significantly correlated with at
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least 50% of the members of a group were considered a group (Cairns, Leung, Buchanan
& Cairns, 1995).
In total, 65 groups (22 male, 22 female, 21 mixed-sex) were identified using the
SCM procedure. These groups ranged from 3 to 12 members (M = 5.35, SD = 2.27). Four
groups with more than 8 members were divided into two separate groups for practical
reasons related to filming and physical space. Given that the focus of the present study
was to examine the relations between shyness as expressed among group members,
children who did not belong to a group (n = 12) or were not part of a group with at least 3
members (n = 2) were excluded from further analyses. These excluded children did not
differ from others on shyness, ¿(275) = 1.74, ns.
Shyness. Children’s shyness was measured using five items from the Revised
Class Play (Masten, Morison & Pellegrini, 1985), a 26-item peer-nomination measure
that assesses three general dimensions of social competence: sociability-leadership,
aggression-disruption and sensitivity-isolation. Children were asked to imagine that they
were the director of a play and to decide which of their classmates best fit each descriptor
(e.g., “someone who has many friends”). Nominations were limited to the names of
participating classmates, which were either listed on a sheet or a blackboard as a
reminder. For each descriptor, children were allowed to nominate a maximum of three
classmates including themselves. Children were asked to leave blanks if they could not
think of a classmate who was associated with a specific descriptor. The number of
nominations that each child received for each item was standardized within classrooms.
Based on the guidelines outlined by Rubin and Mills (1988), four items
(“someone who is very shy,” “someone whose feelings get hurt easily,” “someone who

would rather play alone than with others,” and “someone who is usually sad”) were
computed to reflect shyness. A fifth item (“someone who is not interested in playing with
others”) was also added to increase reliability. These scores had moderate internal
consistency (a = 0.69). Standardized scores on these items were averaged to create a
shyness/sensitivity score for each child.
Group Observations
On the day of observations, group members were taken to a taped-off play area
that was set up in an empty classroom. These taped-off areas measured 300 cm x 328 cm
for peer groups with 5 or fewer members and 300 cm x 389 cm for peer groups with 6 or
more members. Toys within this play area were organized in an identical pattern for each
free play session to ensure that each peer group encountered a comparable environment.
All participants were aware that their interactions would be video recorded for the
purposes of research; in fact, two video cameras were set up in plain view.
After delivering instructions, participants were asked to line up with a white board
that had their ID number and name written on it. As they faced the main camera, each
participant stated his/her name to the camera. The entire observation session took
approximately 1 hour to complete. Each session consisted of the following events in this
order: (1) free play (10 minutes), clean-up (3 minutes), cooperative construction task (6
minutes), discussion (8 minutes), special toy (5 minutes) and dart task (5 minutes). Only
observational data produced from the free play session are included in the present study.
Coding
Three separate coding schemes was used to capture all behavioural variables of
interest including the Social Behaviour Coding Scheme (Chen et al., 2009), the Self-
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Expressive Coding Scheme that was created for the current study, and the Coding Manual
for Categories of Social Participation (Parten, 1932). Only codes relevant to the present
study were analyzed. Event coding (frequency counts) was used to capture these
behaviours except for solitary behaviour which was coded for duration.
Shy Behaviour Codes
Solitary Behaviour. Solitary behaviour was coded whenever children were
engaged in unoccupied behaviour, solitary play, onlooker play or parallel play (Parten,
1932). The duration of children’s solitary behaviour was noted. For definitions and
examples of children’s solitary behaviours refer to Table 1.
Self-Expressive Behaviour. Self-expressive behaviour was coded when children
expressed feelings and opinions. Self-expressive behaviour included statements related to
personal topics, discussed other-person or non-personal topics. For further definitions and
examples of children’s self-expressive behaviours refer to Table 2.
Peer Group Codes
Supportive Peer Group Environment. The code for supportive peer group
environment refers to the tendency of group members to exhibit positive social
behaviours and encourage positive social interactions. The following categories from the
Social Behaviour Coding Scheme (Chen et al., 2009) were aggregated to capture this peer
group characteristic: active sharing, voluntary helping, helpful suggestions, friendly
comments or behaviours, cooperating upon request, inviting, initiating, organizing, polite
request and polite response. Individual group members’ supportive behaviour (i.e., each
coding category) was summed to obtain a group supportiveness score. For further
definitions and examples of these categories refer to Appendix C.
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Table 1
Definitions and Examples o f Children’s Solitary Behaviours

Unoccupied
Behaviour

Solitary Play

Onlooker
Behaviour

Parallel Play

Definition

Child is alone
but not engaged
in any specific
activity. Child
may be
standing in one
spot or
performing
random
movements.
There is no
conversation
with others.

Child plays
alone and with
objects that
differ from
those used by
other children.
No
conversation
with others.

Child observe
Child plays wit!
others playing
the same toy as
but is not
other children
directly
but plays
engaged in the independently.
activity.
There is no
conversation
Limited social
interaction may with others.
occur while
child observes.

Examples

Child sits alone
and glances
around the
room.

Child builds
objects with
Lego pieces
alone while
others throw a
ball around
among
themselves.

Child observes
2 others
playing a game
without getting
directly
involved.

Child A and
Child B stand
near each other
and playing witl
Yo-Yo’s
independently.
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Table 2
Definitions and Examples o f Children’s S e lf Expressive Behaviours

Personal Disclosure

Discussion of Other
Persons

Discussion of NonPersonal Topics

Definition

Disclosing
information of a
personal or private
nature of oneself,
especially
discussion of
personal
experiences and
feelings.

Discussion of
people who are
related to him or
herself (e.g., peers
and family
members) or people
they are familiar
with (e.g., teachers)

Discussion of labrelated (except
descriptive
information) and
non-lab related
topics.

Examples

“I had a fight with
my mother”

“Vicky looks so
pretty today”

“I love these Lego
pieces”
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Unsupportive Peer Group Environment. The code for unsupportive peer group
environment refers to the tendency of group members to exhibit negative social
behaviours and encourage negative social interactions. The following categories from the
Social Behaviour Coding Scheme (Chen et al., 2009) were aggregated to capture this peer
group characteristic: negative comments, exclusion, not waiting turn, impolite request,
verbal aggression, physical aggression, disruption, grab toy and take toy. Individual
group members’ unsupportive behaviour (i.e., each coding category) was summed to
obtain a group unsupportiveness score. For further definitions and examples of these
categories refer to Appendix C.
Inter-Observer Reliability Assessment
Free-play episodes were coded by the author and one trained undergraduate
student. Coders were naive to the shyness scores of the children. Kappas were .64 for
self-expressive behaviour, .69 for individual supportiveness and, .74 for individual
unsupportiveness. Pearson’s correlation coefficient for the duration of solitary behaviour
was .90.
Procedure
Parental consent was obtained for all participants. Questionnaires (including those
not included in the present study) were initially administered in each home classroom
during the months of October and November of 2008, and took two hours to complete.
Two research assistants carefully read instructions, responded to questions and monitored
each classroom session. One-hour group observation sessions were conducted between
February and April of 2009. Children each were given $10 gift certificates at the end of
the study, teachers were given $75 cash and gift certificates for completing behavioural

rating forms (not included in the present study), and participating schools were given a
$500 honorarium.
Results
Transformation of Individual and Group Variables
Scores representing supportiveness, unsupportiveness, and self-expressive
behaviour were transformed into proportion scores from total frequencies to control for
differences in interaction rates between groups. For example, a child’s self-expressive
behaviour score represented the proportion of all coded behaviour for that child that was
self-expressive. The Shapiro-Wilk test of normality indicated that the individual
proportion scores for self-expressive behaviour were positively skewed, W(312) = .87, p
< .001, and group unsupportiveness was positively skewed, W(J\) = .91, p < .001. Two
additional control variables, individual unsupportiveness and individual level
supportiveness, were positively skewed, W(312) = .68, p < .001 and negatively skewed,
W(312) = .93, p < .001, respectively, and proportion scores for these variables were
normalized using a log function transformation. Proportion scores representing group
supportiveness did not require a log transformation. Refer to Table 3 for means and
standard deviations for all individual and group variables.
Correlations Among Predictor and Outcome Variables
Zero-order correlations among all individual and group variables related to the
hypotheses of the current study are presented in Table 4 and Table 5, respectively. As
expected, shyness was positively related to solitary behaviour. However, shyness was not
associated with self-expressive behaviour. Among group variables,
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Table 3
Means and Standard Deviations o f all Behavioural Variables

Variable

Means

Standard Deviations

Solitary Behaviour
(seconds)

75.21

107.87

(Frequencies)

1.70

2.11

(Proportions)

.23

.24

(Frequencies)

3.63

2.37

(Proportions)

.63

.29

.75

1.24

.11

.18

(Frequencies)

16.01

7.19

(Proportions)

.61

.16

(Frequencies)

3.28

3.47

(Proportions)

.12

.10

Self-Expressive Behaviour

Individual Supportiveness

Individual
Unsupportiveness
(Frequencies)
(Proportions)
Group Supportiveness

Group Unsupportiveness
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Table 4

Zero-Order Correlations fo r Individual Variables

1

2

_

_

1

Shyness

2

Solitary Behaviour

.20***

3

Self-Expressive Behaviour

-.02

Note: *p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001

_
-.17***

3
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Table 5
Zero-Order Correlations for Group Variables

1
1

Supportive Peer Group Environment

2

Unsupportive Peer Group Environment

Note: *p < .05, **/? < .01, ***/> < .001

2

supportive peer group environment was negatively associated with unsupportive peer
group environment.
Hypothesis Testing
Given that the current data set involves a hierarchal structure where students are
sampled from various peer groups, multilevel modeling was performed on the data. Using
the Hierarchical Linear Modeling (HLM) statistical technique, variance in outcome
variables is analyzed at both an individual and group-level in one model. Compared to
traditional regression techniques, HLM improves the estimation of individual effects
while allowing for the modeling of cross-level effects to determine the combined effects
of both individual and group-level variables on outcome variables of interest
(Raudenbush & Bryk, 2002). The current study involved a two-level hierarchal linear
model for each outcome variable (i.e., solitary behaviour and self-expressive behaviour)
based on three general steps. In the first step, an intraclass correlation (ICC) was
computed to determine whether a significant proportion of the variance in the outcome
variables was attributable to variation across peer groups. ICC values between .05 and .20
are common in cross-sectional studies using multilevel modeling and suggest significant
variation in social behaviour scores across peer groups and the need for multilevel
modeling (Peugh, 2009). The following represents a combined unconditional model that
partitions the variability in social behaviour scores into both between-group and withingroup components:
group j

Yy = yoo + fioj + fy, where the social behaviour score of student i in

(Yy) is modeled as a function of a grand-mean social behaviour score (y 0o), a

group-specific deviation from the grand mean (i.e., between-group, ¡uo/) and individual
student differences around the mean of group j (i.e., within-group, ry). In the second step,
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all level- 1 variables were regressed on the outcome variable of interest to determine their
direct effects and if the slopes among these effects varied between groups. The following
represents a level-1 model: Y,, = fly + fl ¡/AGE,j- AGE ) + ^jiGENDERy-GENDER) +
fr/SHYij +&HYj) + [iyiSHY.j + SHY.') + Py(SUPlf SUP") + [hJ(UNSf UNS) + rtJ, where
the social behaviour score of student i in group j (YtJ) is modeled as a function of the
mean social behaviour score for group j (j30j), the age of the same student i in group j
(jBij), the gender of the same student i in group j (fhj), the shyness score of the same
student i in group j

{[h j),

a random effect allowing for variation in social behaviour scores

across peer groups (p.3y), a score controlling for individual-level supportiveness (fly), a
score controlling for individual-level unsupportiveness^), and a residual term that
reflects individual student differences around the mean of group j (nfl. Scores reflecting
individual-level supportiveness and unsupportiveness were entered to control for the
child’s own contribution to the group atmosphere. Although shyness was group-mean
centred due to interest in cross-level interactions, age, gender, individual-level
supportiveness and individual-level unsupportiveness were grand-mean centred for
improved interpretation (Peugh, 2009). Insignificant effects were removed from the final
model by comparing deviance values between models using likelihood-ratio tests.
In the third and final step, level-2 variables were introduced. Although all
predictors were entered into a model, the primary purpose was to examine the direct and
moderating effects of all level-2 variables. Peer group size was also entered into the
model to control for this variable. The following represents the direct effects of level-2
variables (i.e., supportive peer group environment and unsupportive peer group
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environment) controlling for peer group size based on the random intercept from the
level-1 model: fl0j = yoo + yoi(SUP-SUP) + y02(UNSr UNS) + ym(SIZEr WZE) + fi0J +
rij. To test for cross-level interactions based on my hypotheses, supportive peer group
environment and unsupportive peer group environment were added to the slope of
shyness (i.e., [hjiSHY,, + SHY) ) . The coefficients of y3](SHYr SHYj) (SUPr SUP) +
y32(SHYy-SHYj) (UNSj-UNS) would therefore indicate whether these level-2 group
variables either strengthen or weaken the relationship between shyness and the outcome
variables. Tests of simple slopes were also conducted on any significant cross-level
interaction to determine whether the relation between shyness and shy behaviour was
significant at specific levels of peer group supportiveness and peer group
unsupportiveness. As both peer group supportiveness and peer group unsupportiveness
were continuous variables, slopes were graphed at +/- 1 SD of their means (Curran &
Bauer, 2006). Similar to the level-1 analysis, random effects were initially included to
account for variation in social behaviour scores across peer groups. Likelihood-ratio tests
were used to remove insignificant effects. Additionally, the moderating effects of age and
gender were tested for all significant relationships in the model. However, neither age nor
gender was a significant predictor or moderator.
Predicting Solitary Behaviour
Step 1. A fully unconditional model that separates variability in solitary
behaviour into within-group (i.e., level-1 ) and between-group (i.e., level-2 ) components
was used to calculate an intraclass correlation. Results from this model were used to
determine the extent to which students from the same peer group were similar to each

other in the amount of solitary behaviour. Specifically, 10% of the variance in solitary
behaviour scores was between peer groups (x2 = 102.04,/? <0.01) suggesting the need for
HLM to explore peer group differences in solitary behaviour.
Step 2. A random-intercept and random-slope model (i.e., individual-level
analysis) with shyness, gender and age as level- 1 predictors was estimated, controlling
for individual-level supportiveness and individual-level unsupportiveness. Results from
this model were used to determine the unique contribution of shyness, gender, and age on
solitary behaviour. Only shyness significantly predicted solitary behaviour (See Table 6 ),
accounting for 12% of the variance in solitary behaviour. Given that a significant amount
of variance between groups remained to be explained (x (70) = 98.94,/? < 0.05), group
level differences were further explored.
Step 3. A cross-level interaction model (i.e., group-level analysis) was estimated
where all level- 1 and level- 2 variables were entered to address the direct and moderating
effects of supportive and unsupportive peer group environments. Due to the significant
correlation between supportive peer group environment and unsupportive peer group
environment, variance inflation factors (VIF) were calculated to determine the degree of
multicollinearity between these variables (Cohen, West, Aiken & Cohen, 2003). The VIF
values of supportive peer group environment (1.23) and unsupportive peer group
environment (1.28) did not indicate serious multicollinearity as these values were less
than 10. Therefore, both supportive peer group environment and unsupportive peer group
environment were entered into the model simultaneously. Results indicated a significant
cross-level interaction between shyness and unsupportive peer group environment. Tests
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T ab le 6

Random-Intercept and Random-Slope Model fo r Solitary Behaviour

Level-1 variables

Beta Coefficient

SE

t-ratio

73.69

6.99

10.53***

-5.31

4.91

-1.08

17.73

8.57

2.07*

-118.39

69.76

-1.70

130.83

101.42

1.29

For intercept Pq,
Intercept (y0o)
For Intercept Py
Age (yio)
For Intercept Py
Shyness (y2o)
For Intercept Pq,
Supportiveness (y3o)
For Intercept Pq,
Unsupportiveness (y3o)

Note: Only the coefficient representing shyness is standardized.
*p < .05, **/? < .01, ***/? < .001
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of simple slopes indicate that solitary behaviour scores increase as shyness increases, but
the positive relation between shyness and solitary behaviour is stronger in highly
unsupportive peer groups, ¿(67) = 330.52, p < 0.001 than in groups low in
unsupportiveness, ¿(67) = 102.07,/? < 0.001 (see Figure 1). The moderating effect of
supportive peer group environment was non-significant (See Table 7). Refer to Table 7
for the final model.
Predicting Self-Expressive Behaviour
Step 1. A fully unconditional model that separates variability in self-expressive
behaviour into level- 1 and level- 2 components was used to calculate an intraclass
correlation. Results from this model were used to determine the extent to which students
from the same peer group were similar to each other in the amount of self-expressive
behaviour. Specifically, 27% of the variance in self-expressive behaviour scores existed
between peer groups (x = 180.71 ,P< o .001) suggesting the need for HLM to explore
peer group differences in self-expressive behaviour.
Step 2. A random-intercept and random-slope model (i.e., individual-level
analysis) with shyness, gender and age as level-1 predictors was estimated. Results from
this model were used to determine the unique contribution of shyness, gender and age on
self-expressive behaviour controlling for individual-level supportiveness and individuallevel unsupportiveness. Shyness significantly and negatively predicted self-expressive
behaviour. Further, both individual-level supportiveness (positive) and unsupportiveness
(negative) were significant predictors of self-expressive behaviour (see Table 8 ).
Flowever, the relation between shyness and self-expressive behaviour did not vary
significantly across peer groups, therefore it was unnecessary to further explore any
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160

♦— •♦Low Group (-1
SD)
Unsupport iveness

I
!

• — «High Group (+1
SD)
Unsupport iveness

Individual Shyness
Figure 1.
Cross-level Interaction between Shyness and Unsupportive Peer Group Environment
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T ab le 7

Cross-Level Interactions (Level-2) Model fo r Solitary Behaviour

Beta Coefficient

SE

t-ratio

Intercept (y0o)

75.41

7.06

10.69***

Group Size (yoi)

-2.51

4.21

-0.60

Supportive Environment (702)

13.34

55.10

0.24

-125.67

242.98

-0.52

Supportive Environment (731 )

112.65

63.62

1 .2 1

Unsupportive Environment (732)

802.59

308.73

Level-2 Variables
For intercept Pq,

Unsupportive Environment (703)
For Intercept p3y

Note: Only the coefficient representing shyness is standardized.
*p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001

2.60**
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T ab le 8

Random-Intercept and Random-Slope Model fo r Self-Expressive Behaviour

Level-1 variables

Beta Coefficient

SE

t-ratio

0.08

0 .0 1

2 4 .0 9 ***

-0 .0 1

0 .0 1

-2.13*

0.76

0.03

22.75***

-0.68

0.05

For intercept Pq/
Intercept (y00)
For Intercept Py
Shyness (yio)
For Intercept fa
Supportiveness (720)
For Intercept P3/
Unsupportiveness (730)

Note: Only the coefficient representing shyness is standardized.
< .05, **p < .01, ***/> < .001

-13

7 4 ***
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group-level differences.
Discussion
The majority of research on the social behaviour of shy children has been
examined in the context of social novelty. Among other findings, these studies suggest
that shy children are more likely to exhibit solitary behaviour and speak less in social
situations than non-shy children (Meleshko & Alden, 1993; Wichmann, Coplan &
Daniels, 2004; Lund, 2008). Recently, studies have also indicated that shy children even
exhibit shy behaviour with their close friends (Schneider 1999, 2009; Schneider, Richard,
Younger & Freeman, 2000). The purpose of the current study was to determine whether
shyness relates to shy behaviour (i.e., solitary behaviour and self-expressive behaviour) in
familiar peer groups and if peer group supportiveness moderates this relationship. The
results indicate that shyness predicts greater solitary behaviour and less self-expressive
behaviour in familiar peer groups, and that the rate of solitary (but not self-expressive)
behaviour varies as a function of group unsupportiveness. These findings are discussed
below.
Shy Behaviour in Familiar Peer Groups
Similar to other studies that have examined shy behaviour in the context of close
friendships (Schneider 1999, 2009; Schneider, Richard, Younger & Freeman, 2000), the
results of the current study suggest that the familiarity of peers alone may not discourage
shy behaviour. Specifically, shy children appear to exhibit shy behaviour within their
familiar peer group. As social-evaluative concerns increase during late childhood and
early adolescence, shy children may worry about the way they present themselves to

others (Asendorpf, 1987), including their familiar peers. As such, engaging in solitary
behaviour may allow shy children to avoid the possibility of projecting a negative selfimage. Further, shy children may engage in less self-expressive behaviour (Younger,
Schneider & Guirguis-Younger, 2008) to evade feelings of anxiety related to fears of
social evaluation. Although the results of the current study suggest shy children exhibit
shy behaviour in the presence of their familiar peer group, shy behaviour may also vary
depending on the level of peer group unsupportiveness.
The Moderating Role of Unsupportive Peer Groups on the Relationship Between
Shyness and Solitary Behaviour
The current results suggest that the relationship between shyness and solitary
behaviour is strengthened in peer groups that are characterized by a high level of
unsupportiveness. If the familiarity of peers alone does not discourage social isolation, it
is understandable that such behaviour would intensify in peer groups characterized by
high rates of negative behaviour. In such groups, attempts made by shy children to join in
play may be rebuffed, and expressions of feelings or opinions may evoke a host of
negative responses. For children who are sensitive to evaluation by others, playing alone
may be the safest way to be connected to a peer group and preserve their self worth.
Clearly, unsupportive peer groups would provide little opportunity for shy children to
observe and practice effective social skills (Chung-I Iall & Chen, 2010).
Interestingly, shy children’s solitary behaviour was more sensitive to the negative
than the positive behaviour of peer group members. This finding is consistent with other
research demonstrating the sensitivity of shy individuals to negative contextual
influences. For example, research has shown that fear-prone individuals tend to magnify

perceived threat and often withdraw themselves from potentially threatening situations
more than do individuals who are less fear-prone (Perkins, Cooper, Abdelall, Smillie &
Corr, 2010). Additionally, individuals who are prone to anxiety disorders (McNaughton
& Corr, 2004) are especially likely to respond to threat scenarios with fear-motivated
defensive strategies (Blanchard, Hynd, Minke, Minemoto & Blanchard, 2001). Although
much of this research has been conducted using animal models (Blanchard & Blanchard,
2008) rather than humans, it is possible that the neural systems that mediate anxiety may
be especially sensitive to threatening situations in anxiety-prone individuals.
Null Findings Concerning Peer Group Effects on the Relationship Between Shyness
and Self-Expressive Behaviour
Although peer group unsupportiveness moderated the relationship between
shyness and solitary behaviour, self-expressive behaviour did not vary as a function of
group unsupportiveness (or supportiveness). The most likely explanation of this null
finding is that self-expressive behaviour was quite uncommon during play, and high
inter-observer reliability of the self-expression code was difficult to achieve. Further
research involving group tasks designed specifically to elicit self-expressive behaviour
would permit a more definitive test of the hypotheses involving self-expression. If the
present findings are replicated under more favorable conditions, it may the case that selfexpression, which involves exposing feelings, beliefs and value systems to others, may be
particularly difficult for individuals who wish to avoid social evaluation, even under
favorable conditions provided by supportive peer groups. Evidence that shy children
exhibit poor expressive and receptive language skills (Crozier & Perkins, 2002) may
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increase their reluctance to assert their thoughts during group interaction. For shy
children, silence may be preferable.
Practical Implications
Findings from the present study suggest that improvements to the social
integration of shy children, at least in the form of play if not self-expressive behaviour,
may be achieved by reducing negative peer group behaviour. Although other intervention
programs for socially withdrawn children have begun to include their peers in school
(Christopher, Hansen & MacMillan, 1991; Silverman & Berman, 2001), further work to
involve the familiar peer groups of shy children may improve intervention effects. For
example, group training that includes skill instruction, modeling, rehearsal, and feedback
that is commonly used for adolescents may be beneficial to reduce negative social
interaction (Houck & Stember, 2002). These group training methods in the context of
familiar peer groups may especially be useful at a universal intervention level where
positive social interaction may be promoted across the general school population. Such
emphasis on familiar peer groups at a universal level may reduce negative social
behaviours in a key social setting that ultimately benefit all members, especially shy
ones.
However, some children within the school population may already exhibit signs
of “extreme” shyness (Rubin et al., 2006) that are associated with later anxiety disorders
such as social phobia (Hayward et ah, 1998). As a result, it may be ideal to intervene
earlier such as during preschool. This may involve using selective intervention strategies
to target children who already exhibit signs of behavioural inhibition such as wariness
around other children and improving parent-child interactions. For example, parent
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education and training on shy behaviour has been demonstrated to reduce social anxiety
and improve various treatment outcomes in shy children (Rapee et al., 2005; Spence,
Donovan, & Brechman-Toussaint, 2000). As such, increases in awareness of shy
behaviour and training may promote more sensitive and responsive parental behaviours.
Finally, more focused forms of interventions at an indicated level may be
necessary when older children and adolescents, who are at a more immediate risk for
future internalizing disorders, display early signs of shyness. Initially, self-assessments
would be ideal to determine the social and psychological adjustment of each child. After
an assessment, those who desire assistance may be exposed to various strategies to
alleviate fears of social evaluation and increase their assertiveness in their peer groups.
For example, shy children may need specific coaching in self-expressive skills (Greco &
Morris, 2001), and/or cognitive restructuring (Dush, Hirt & Schroeder, 1989) to
challenge their anxiety-provoking beliefs when expressing their views to others (Greco &
Morris, 2001). Once social skills are taught and or social fears are reduced, implosion
therapy that involves flooding children with specific experiences (e.g., group discussion)
until they become less anxious may be beneficial (Lowenstein, 1983).
Further, all interventions may benefit from incorporating teachers who often
function as parental replacements in a school context (Hamre & Pianta, 2006) and
contribute to the socio-emotional adjustment and academic development of shy children
(Birch & Ladd, 2007; Pianta & Stuhlman, 2004). Specifically, teachers have been trained
in the past to restrict the number of questions to shy children and instead use verbal cues
(e.g., “hmm”) to extend the speech of shy children (Evans & Bienert, 1992). As well, it
has been suggested that teachers verbally engage shy children when others are not around

and gradually include them in classroom discussions once the comfort level of shy
children increases. These strategies, and others such as providing greater (comfortable)
activity choices for shy children (Henderson & Fox, 1998), may ultimately foster closer
teacher-child relationships and lead to greater classroom engagement by shy children.
Taken together, efforts to reduce peer group negativity and bolster shy children’s
social skills and assertiveness may lead to their greater integration within their peer
groups. This may be achieved at several various intervention levels (i.e., universal,
selective, or indicated) and age periods (e.g., toddlerhood to adolescence). However,
research on early-intervention for shy children is still in the early stages and there is a
need for more empirical evaluations of contemporary intervention programs (Greco &
Morris, 2002). For example, the effectiveness of social skills training has only been
evaluated in three empirical studies (Christoff et al., 1985; Jupp & Griffiths, 1990; Blonk,
Prins, Sergeant, Ringrose & Brinkman, 1996) and only moderate short-term success has
been achieved in improving shy children’s social skills (Bienert & Schneider, 1995).
Limitations
Although the present findings suggest that shy children’s shy behaviour may be
sensitive to interactional styles of their peer groups, the research design does not permit
unambiguous causal inferences regarding group behaviour and child shyness. In fact, we
do not know if solitary behaviour was an effect or a cause of group unsupportiveness.
Future experimental research may introduce intervention strategies at a peer group level
to test the causal link between group unsupportiveness and solitary behaviour. For
example, the negative interactional styles of unsupportive groups might be subjected to
behavioural modification, and the resulting effects on solitary behaviour of shy group
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members assessed. Similarly, shy children can be observed interacting in experimentallycreated groups that vary in unsupportiveness to assess the causal impact of group
interaction style on shy children’s behaviour.
It is also important to note that although acceptable levels of reliability were
obtained for coding of all study variables, reliability was attenuated by errors of omission
(failure to hear or see behaviour) caused by the high activity level of large groups. Future
observational research dealing with large peer groups may benefit from joint coding of
each group so that missing data can be identified and coding disagreements can be
reconciled. Fortunately, shy behaviour scores (solitary, self-expression) correlated with
shyness in the manner expected, so construct measurement likely was not a problem in
the current study.
Finally, the assessment of shyness remains a work-in-progress in contemporary
research. Although the shyness score generated by the Revised Class Play has been
associated with negative self-perceptions of social competence, teacher ratings of
internalizing problems and measures of loneliness and depression in middle childhood
(Rubin & Mills, 1988), and related to shy behaviour in the expected manner in the current
study, the shyness items include a diverse set of traits that overlap with other constructs.
For example, the items “someone who would rather play alone than with others,” and
“someone who is not interested in playing with others” have been suggested to indicate
social disinterest (Coplan & Rubin, 2007) rather than social inhibition. Social disinterest
is considered one subtype of social withdrawal that reflects a child’s desire to play alone
without motivations to interact with others (Rubin & Asendorpf, 1993). As well, the item
“someone who is usually sad” reflects a consequence of shyness and not an actual
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component of shyness. Although shy persons refer to the consequences of shyness when
describing themselves, it has been suggested that social outcomes should not be
incorporated into the actual definition of shyness (Cheek & Watson, 1989). Notably,
reliability among shyness items in the current study improved slightly (a = 0.71 vs. .69)
when the item “someone who is very shy” was excluded, suggesting that the remaining
items may more closely reflect a larger social sensitivity factor. Recently, Burgess,
Wojslawowicz, Rubin, Rose-Krasnor and Booth-LaForce (2006) have added items such
as “someone who gets nervous about participating in class discussions” to create a more
“pure” assessments of shyness. Future research will determine with this measure is better
than hybrid measures at differentiating socially reticent children from others.
Future Directions
The findings of the current study provide an important first step toward
understanding the experience of shy children in their real-life peer groups. There is still
much to learn, however, especially about aspects of peer groups that may influence shy
behaviour. For example, peer groups that consist of different numbers of shy children
may provide distinct social experiences that make shy behaviour more or less likely.
Similiarly, shy children’s social position within their peer groups may provide unique
social experiences. For instance, shy children of high-status may experience greater
security and self-confidence in such social settings and exhibit less shy behaviour than
low-status shy children.
Further, only self-expressive behaviour and solitary behaviour were included in
the present study to represent shy behaviour. Previous research has also shown that shy
children tend to make fewer social initiations (Stewart & Rubin, 1995), are less assertive

(Miller & Coll, 2007), and often display negative affect (Coplan et al., 2006) during
social interactions. Assessing contextual variability in these other manifestations of
shyness may provide a clearer picture of whether shy behaviour belongs on a continuum
of difficulty, and whether certain types of shy behaviour should be more focused targets
of intervention. The success of social initiations made by shy children is of particular
interest to help determine whether their social isolation is a function of failure to engage
peers or rejection by peers of their initiation attempts.
Finally, future research should attempt to identify plausible biological,
psychological, and social processes that account for shy children’s socially reticent
behaviour with familiar peer group members. This would include empirically testing
whether shy behaviour is the result of performance deficits (i.e., due to social-evaluative
concerns), to social social skills deficits, or both. For example, self-expressive ability
may need to be initially measured in shy children under the most favourable conditions
(e.g., with family members), and then assessed again in varying peer group environments.
To the extent that self-expressive skills vary in different social contexts, a case can be
made for a performance rather than skill deficit. Further, improving specific social skills
(i.e., conversation skills) through empirically proven intervention methods and observing
the impact on shy behaviour may also provide information on the role of social skills in
the display of shy behaviour. Identifying such mediating processes may make important
contribution to intervention efforts for shy children by directing treatment efforts toward
anxiety-related or skill-related problems.
Conclusions

In sum, the current study attempted to examine the contextual variability and
stability of shy behaviour in children’s real-life peer groups. Shyness was associated with
greater solitary behaviour, particularly when groups were high in unsupportiveness.
Shyness was negatively associated with self expressive behaviour. These findings suggest
that shy behaviour is more sensitive to negative than positive peer group interactional
styles. Also, different types of “shy behaviour” may vary in difficulty and susceptibility
to contextual influence. Further research is needed to identify behavioural and group
characteristics that ease shy children into normative levels of social interaction with
peers, and affective and social processes that impede their successful social integration.
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Appendix B: Parental Consent Form

K I N G ’S

Western

Information letter and consent form for your child to participate in a research study titled:
Implications o f Children’s Peer Group Interaction for Social, Psychological and
Academic Adjustment
Dear Parent or Guardian,
My colleagues and I, at The University o f Western Ontario and King’s University
College, are writing to request permission for your child’s participation in a research
study that we are conducting on the influence of children peer groups on adjustment in
childhood. We are inviting students in Grades 4 to 8 from several schools within the
Thames Valley District Board of Education to participate. As you know, friends and
friendship groups become increasingly important to children as they move from
childhood to early adolescence, and friends can have both positive and negative effects.
In our study we hope to identify the ways in which peer groups influence children’s
behavior and adjustment. We are interested in studying how aggressive groups and
prosocial/kind peer groups are able to influence the behavior and adjustment of other
group members. We believe that this research will help us to identify the ways in which
peer groups may help children who are experiencing problems, as well as situations in
which children might require assistance dealing with the more negative influence of
friends involving peer bullying and aggression.
Our study will begin in the Fall of 2009 and will continue until the end of the
academic year. We will ask students to complete a series of questionnaire as a group in
their classrooms on two occasions (e.g., once in the fall and again in the spring). We will
also ask students to participate in a 45-minute video-taped observational study with their
group of friends. All parts of the study will take place at your child’s school. To show our
appreciation, each child who participates in this research study will receive a $10 gift
card for Chapters or a local movie theater.
Each questionnaire session will be conducted at times your child's teacher decides
are convenient and will take approximately 60-90 minutes to complete. We will read the
questions out loud, if necessary, so that all students can follow along. The students will
be asked to identify their school friends and friendship groups, and report their
satisfaction with their current friendships. They also will report on their adjustment in
several different areas, including self esteem, loneliness, depression, attitudes toward
school, problem behavior at school and physical health. We also will ask them to identify
students in their grade who have certain behavioral characteristics such as those who are
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leaders, are helpful to others, start fights, and are picked on by other children. Similarly,
your child will be rated by his or her classmates. To obtain additional information about
children’s adjustment in school, we will ask your child’s teacher to report on your child’s
behavior at school.
At some point after the first questionnaire session, we will ask students to
participate in a video-taped interaction with their peer group. These sessions will take
place at your child’s school during the school day at a times your child’s teachers decides
are most convenient and will take approximately 45 minutes. Children will be asked to
work on several projects with their peer group in 5-10 minute increments. For example,
they will be given age-appropriate toys to share for 10 minutes, asked to work on a
model-building problem together for 10 minutes and asked to discuss describe their group
for 5 minutes.
All information will be kept confidential to the extent permitted by law. Your son
or daughter never will be mentioned by name in our reports of our results. All of the
questionnaire information and video tapes will be kept confidential and access will be
restricted to those researchers directly involved in the project. All information will be
destroyed five years after the study is completed.
There are no known risks associated with participation in this study. Participation
in this study is completely voluntary and had nothing to do with school performance.
Your child may refuse to participate, refuse to answer any questions, or withdraw from
the study at any time. You also may withdraw your consent at any time. If you would like
to see a summary of the results of this study, please include your address on the attached
form and we will send one to you as soon as it is available.
Thank you very much for your consideration. Please fill out the attached form and
have your son or daughter return it to his or her teacher. We will be awarding a pizza
party to the first class to return all of their forms, whether or not they agree to participate
in the study. If you have any questions or comments about the study, you are more than
welcome to contact me at number listed below. This letter is yours to keep.
Sincerely,
Wendy Ellis, Ph.D
Assistant Professor, King’s University College
Xinyin Chen, Ph.D
Professor, The University of Western Ontario
Lynne Zarbatany, Ph.D
Associate Professor, The University Of Western Ontario
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PLEASE HAVE YOUR CHILD RETURN THIS FORM TO HIS or HER
TEACHER
I HAVE READ THE INFORMATION PROVIDED ABOUT THIS PROJECT AND
HAD MY QUESTIONS ANSWERED TO MY SATISFACTION. I VOLUNTARILY
AGREE TO ALLOW MY CHILD TO PARTICIPATE IN THIS STUDY.
Your Name (please print)

Name of child (please print)

Signature of parent or guardian

Date

Signature of child
If you would like a summary of the results of the study, please PRINT your name and
address below. Please provide a permanent address if you anticipate a move within the
next year or two.

OR I do not wish to have my child

participate
(Name o f child)

□
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Appendix C: Social Behaviour Coding Scheme
Supportive Peer Group Behaviour
1. Active Sharing - voluntarily offering a toy to another child WITHOUT being asked to
do so - if the child is asked, this is cooperating upon request. Child must first be playing
with the toy and then offers it to another child. Simply handing a toy that was not
previously being used is helping and is coded as voluntary helping.
EXAMPLE:
Child A is playing with Barbie and Ken. Child A then offers Ken to Child B.
2. Voluntary Helping - actual helping behaviours without being asked - if the child is
asked and complies, this is cooperating upon request. If a child is NOT playing with a
toy and offers it “out of the blue” to another child, this is voluntary helping. If he is using
it and then offers it, this is Active Sharing.
EXAMPLE:
Child A sees that Child B is having a hard time carrying the heavy truck and tries
to help her lift it.
3. Helpful Suggestions - providing direct verbal suggestions intending to solve a
problem without physically helping (also without being asked).
EXAMPLE:
Child A is playing Snakes and Ladders and B says “when you land on a ladder
you go up.”
4. Verbal Comforting - calming words, only applicable when another child is upset or
distressed.
EXAMPLE:
Child A is complaining about missing her mom. B says “Don’t worry, your mom
will be back soon.”
5. Physical Comforting - calming behaviours, only applicable when another child is
upset or distressed.
EXAMPLE:
Child A is crying, Child B rubs his back.
6. Positive or Friendly Comments/Behaviours - compliments to another child or
friendly comments. Not comments about having fun in the room.
EXAMPLE:
Child A says “I like your picture!”
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7. Inviting - bringing another child into play.
EXAMPLE:
Child A says “Do you want to play with me?”
8. Initiating - bringing her/himself into group play.
EXAMPLE:
Child A approaches B and starts playing.
9. Cooperating upon request - verbally or nonverbally agreeing to help, share or play.
Must be solicited by another child.
EXAMPLE:
Child A asks to use the green marker and B gives it to him.
10. Polite Request - nicely asking for help, personal space, or an object. Must pay
attention to tone of voice! Does not have to be a direct request - could be indirect like “I
wonder where that toy is?”
EXAMPLE:
May I please use the red pen?
11. Polite Response - After behaviour, the child makes a polite response like “Thank
you” or “Sorry!”
EXAMPLE:
Child A accidentally knocks over B’s castle, A says “Sorry.”
12. Organizing Group Play Behaviour - assigning roles in group play/ setting up play
rules
EXAMPLE:
Child A and B are playing. A says, “I’ll be mommy, you be daddy.”
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Unsupportive Peer Group Behaviour
1. Refusal to Help - must be overt and clearly say no to a request for helping.
EXAMPLE:
Child A asks B to help her tie her shoe and B says “No, I don’t want to.”
2. Refusal to Share - must be overt and clearly say no to a request for sharing.
EXAMPLE:
Child A asks B if he can use the doll that A is playing with. B says “No.”
3. Refusal to Comply - saying no to playing or following instructions of another child.
If a child asks “Can I play?” and the child says No, this is exclusion. If the child asks “do
you want to play” and the child says no, this is refusal to comply.
EXAMPLE:
Child A says, “Do you want to play?” and Child B says “No.”
4. No response to request - this is coded when it is clear that a specific child is being
asked to do something and the child who is being asked to do it is paying attention to the
request and purposely ignores it.
EXAMPLE:
Child A says “Please pass me the marker Terry” and Child B totally ignores the
request.
5. Negative Comments - directed towards an object (not a person - this would be verbal
aggression).
EXAMPLE:
Child says “Your picture is poopy!”
6. Exclusion - Not allowing a child to be involved in a group activity. Must overtly
exclude him from playing.
EXAMPLE:
Child A asks “Can I play with you?” and Child B says “No.”
7. Not waiting turn - Child A will not let Child B have his turn.
EXAMPLE:
Child A is playing with cars and Child B says he wants to play and Child A says
“no, no, it’s my turn again.”
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8. Impolite Request - demanding an object or not asking for it nicely / or unsuccessful
taking toys. Must pay attention to tone of voice.
EXAMPLE:
Child A says “Give it to me” in a whining or demanding voice.
9. Verbal Aggression - negative comments about a person. Must be directed towards a
child and not an object.
EXAMPLE:
“You are so stupid.”
10. Physical Aggression - hitting, pushing, kicking, any form of behaviour that intends
to hurt another child.
EXAMPLE:
Child A hits B on the head with a toy.
11. Disruption/Interfering - disturbing the play of another child.
EXAMPLE:
Child A is building a castle from blocks and Child B takes the truck and pushes
them down.
12. Grab Toy - one child “steals” the toy that another child is playing with, involves
physical aggression and resistance from the other child.
EXAMPLE:
Child A is playing with Barbie. Child B tries to take Barbie from Child A and
they have a tug of war” with the toy. Child B finally gets the toy.
13. Take Toy - one child takes the toy that another child is playing with. There is no
aggression or resistance from the either child.
EXAMPLE:
Child A is playing with the truck. Child B takes the truck from Child A and Child
A does not struggle.

